CHAPTER IV 


Stresses Affecting the Modern Family 


. When Johnny enters the Jones world, his parents’ 
expectations and needs are there to greet him. 


a. 


Johnny, by his very existence, offers Mary and Joe 
another chance to “get,” another chance to feel adequate, 
lovable, needed, strong, complete. 


Johnny offers his parents a chance to get a true 
extension of themselves, one consisting of their own 
flesh and blood. 


. The trouble is, Johnny has some immediate wants of his 
own. 


a. 


Right from birth, he makes it clear that ke is out to get, 
since he is physically helpless and psychologically 
unrelated and unsocialized. 


But because he is helpless, his own survival needs must 
be met within the framework of his parents’ needs and 
expectations. If he is going to get what he needs, his 
asking must be tuned to what his parents are willing 
and able to give. 
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3. When Mary and Joe added the parental role to their 
individual and marital roles, they then qualified, 
sociologically speaking, as a family. Before discussing the 
Jones family, it may be profitable to remind ourselves about 
what sociologists and anthropologists have decided families 
are, and what functions they perform as a crucial sub-unit 
of every society. 


a. They generally seem to agree that the nuclear family 
(made up of parents and children) is found in all 
societies. 


b. They define a family as a group composed of adults of 
both sexes, two of whom (the mates) live under the same 
roof and maintain a socially accepted sexual 
relationship. 


c. Families also include children created or adopted by 
these mates. : 


4. As a social institution, such a group of individuals is held 
together by mutually-reinforcing functions. These functions 
are: 


a. To provide a genital heterosexual experience for the 
mates. 


b. To contribute to the continuity of the race by producing 
ànd nurturing children. 


c. To cooperate economically by dividing labors between 
the adults according to sex, convenience, and precedents, 
and between adults and children according to the child’s 
age and sex. 


d. To maintain a boundary (by the incest taboo) between 
the generations so that smooth task-functioning and 
stable relationships can be maintained. 


e. To transmit culture to the children by parental teaching. 
— To teach “roles” or socially accepted ways to act with 
others in different social situations. (These roles vary 
according to the age and sex of the child.) 
— To teach the child how to cope with the inanimate 
environment. 
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— To teach the child how to communicate; how to use 
words and gestures so that they will have a generally 
accepted meaning for others. 

— To teach how and when to express emotions, 
generally guiding the child’s emotional reactivity. 
(The family teaches the child by appealing to his love 
and to his fear, by communicating to him verbally, 
nonverbally, and by example.) 


To recognize when one of its members is no longer a 
child but has become an adult, capable of performing 
adult roles and functions. 


To provide for the eventual care of parents by their 
children. 


5. This is a tall order for families, especially for the mates. 
Why are mates willing to take on such obligations? Because 
children are economic assets? Because children are 
emotional assets? The answer to this question is culturally 
determined. In our culture, the emotional assets of children 
predominate. 


a. 


Joe (and the following is true for Mary, too) can feel he 
has succeeded in fulfilling society’s expectations: “Adults 
bear children. I have a child, too.” 


Joe can gain a feeling of perpetuity by leaving one of his 
own flesh and blood to live after him. 


Joe can enjoy over again parts of his own past life by 
vicariously experiencing his child’s discoveries, joys, 
wonderment. 


Joe can try to correct for his past pains and mistakes by 
trying to help his child avoid the avoidable and 
anticipate future problems. 


Joe gains added purpose when he notes how very 
important he is to the child. He must care for, protect, 
guide, be responsible for his child because he, the father, 
is obviously the wiser one, the more accomplished one, 
the authority, the truly stronger one. 


Joe can feel united with Mary, and Mary can feel united 
with Joe. 
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— It took both mates to produce a child; neither could 
achieve this feat alone. 

— It will now take the joint efforts of both to nurture and 
educate their child. When only one parent is raising a 
child, that parent has double the work to do and has 
to make up in some way for the loss of the other 
parent. 


6. But there are deficits to parenting, too, which can fill new 
parents with conflicting feelings. 


a. 


Joe and Mary may not have planned to be parents at the 
time when they actually conceived their child. Perhaps 
all they thought about were the sexual gratifications they 
were receiving from each other. 


They may have been economically unready to take on 

responsibilities of feeding, clothing, sheltering. 

— Joe may see the child as demanding an economic 
support which he feels unable to supply. 

— Mary may have a job which adds to family income 
(and which she also enjoys), which must now be given 
up for the sake of the child. 


They may be emotionally unready to add a third, 

dependent member and become a family. 

— Joe may see the child as diminishing Mary’s interest 
in him. 

— Mary may see the child as diverting Joe’s interest 
from her. 

— Mary, who by necessity will take the lion’s share of 
early parenting, may also see the child as a creature 
who demands all of her and gives little in return, 
requiring her to isolate herself from adults all day 
while catering to its needs. 

— Both may be frightened by the total responsibility 
thrust upon them. 

— Both may wonder, now that the third member creates 
a family triangle, if someone won’t sooner or later get . 
left out. 


7. But these are not problems which only Mary and Joe have. 
All families in the western world have gone through (and 
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are still reacting to) several material and philosophical 
influences affecting society as a whole. 


. The Industrial Revolution profoundly affected the modern 
family, relieving mates of many burdens, yet also placing 
many extra strains upon them. The effects of this revolution 
are well known but bear brief repetition here: 


a. It mechanized and de-personalized the work world, 
leaving the male feeling like a meaningless automaton, 
laboring at tasks which were only a tiny part of a 
gigantic, incomprehensible, valueless whole. 


b. It caused individual worth to be rated by income earned, 
leaving the female feeling down-graded because she did 
not receive wages for keeping house and rearing 
children. 


c. Maybe she did not choose to earn her own living, but 
chose to stay home in the role of wife and mother. If so, 
she found many family functions taken over by outside 
institutions: education, food preparation, etc. 


d. The Industrial Revolution emphasized individual 
mobility as an essential condition of advancement, 
requiring that whole families follow the money-earner 
from community to community, leaving old friends 
behind. 


e. It helped to separate parents from grandparents while 
failing to replace functions which grandparents 
previously performed for the nuclear family (such as 
post-natal home care, babysitting, emergency financial 
assistance). 


f. The industrial complex made increased specialization in 
all areas of life mandatory, leaving the individual 
feeling powerless to influence outer events (local, 
national, and international). The outside had become a 
potentially dangerous source of forces which he could 
barely understand and over which he felt he had no 
control. 
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9. Revolutionary intellectual and social influences also affected 
the modern family by calling into question old assumptions, 
absolutes, norms, values. 


a. A person’s role was no longer Something automatic, 
unquestioned, pre-determined by a static social order and 
by prearranged manners and customs. 


b. Roles often had to be learned anew for new situations. 


c. Worth had to be earned; it did not come as a birthright. 
Even if it did come by being earned, it was still 
uncertainly “relative.” 


d. Old patriarchal definitions of the male as the head of the 
house and the female as belonging in the home went 
through a re-evaluation. Confused men and women, 
reacting to the new equalitarian ideals, found themselves 
questioning and worrying about everyday family tasks 
and roles. 


10. Psychoanalysis, also, profoundly affected concepts about 
“normal” human behavior, motivation, learning. It led 
people to reexamine and worry about all aspects of 
existence, especially about proper child-rearing practices. 


a. The theory implicitly urged parents to give the child 
freedom to avoid injuring his psychic development. 


b. Over-applied (or carried to a logical conclusion), such 
ideas immobilized and confused parents. Should they 
spank or not spank their child? Should they put any 
restraints on him whatsoever? Family life became 
increasingly democratic, with children of all ages given 
a voice and authority about their own upbringing. 


11. All these philosophical and economic trends left males and 
females feeling confused and unimportant. 


a. Men’s family lives became so separated from their work 
lives that they lived almost in two separate worlds. 
— In their work lives, behind a desk shuffling endless 
papers or behind a machine tightening endless bolts, 
they felt small, helpless, ignored, insecure. 
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— Whatever they managed to earn, their families as 
quickly gobbled up. 

— In their home lives they often felt like mother’s helper 
or mother’s auxiliary disciplinary force. 

— They often wished the family would be geared more 
to their needs. They were tired and discouraged and 
rattled from the day’s exploits and decisions. They 
could do with a family turned rest-home or quiet 
sanitarium, 

— Sons, especially, would find an absent, preoccupied, 
tired, or demoted father an uncertain figure by which 
to model their lives. 


Women, living in cities in “boxes in the air” or tucked 
away in suburbs, felt separated from the bustle and “real 
purpose” of the modern-day world. 

— They had been educated for tasks other than 
housekeeping and child-rearing, and taught to be 
aware of scientific and cultural events going on 
outside the family world. They now found themselves 
losing work experience, seniority, self-confidence, as 
they focused solely on the wife and mother roles. 

— As they focused on housekeeping and child-rearing, 
society, in turn, took many of their chores away from 
them or made their household tasks easier and thus 
more quickly accomplished. 

— Some women went outside the home to work, placing 
their children in nurseries, with neighbors, or with a 
succession of babysitters. Some stayed home and 
fretted, parenting in a listless, half-hearted, 
absent-minded way. Some stayed home and turned 
child-rearing into an over-intense occupation to 
compensate for a feeling of uselessness and a feeling 
that life was passing them by. 


12. It is not coincidental that ideas of romantic love and 
personal happiness became popular in western culture at the 
same time that old certainties about being a male, being a 
female, being a person, were shifting and fading. 


a. 


When people felt like “nothing,” they were all the more 
anxious to feel like “everything” to someone. 


When people could choose a mate to guarantee their 
personal happiness, and divorce could end the 
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relationship at will, every married day could become a 
shall-we-stay-in-it-or-shall-we-get-out-of-it? day. 


When people could enter a relationship with a 
hypothetical, impermanent attitude, they could become 
so busy feeling their pulse for degrees of happiness that 
they had little time for enjoying a relationship. vo 


Vv 


13. Nathan Ackerman, discussing the way wider social 


conditions have affected the family, says (20): 


The mark of our time is the peculiar disharmony of 
the individual’s relations with wider society. A 
variety of hypotheses come to mind; Durkheim’s 
concept of anomie, Fromm’s emphasis on the trend 
to alienation, Riesman’s theory of the other-directed 
man. Whatever the term, all are agreed on the 
trend toward a sense of lostness, aloneness, 
confusion of personal identity, and a driven search 
for acceptance through conformity. One effect of 
this trend toward disorientation is to throw each 
person back upon his family group for the 
restoration of a sense of security, belongingness, 
dignity and worth. The family is called upon to 
make up to its individual members in affection and 
closeness for the anxiety and distress which is the 
result of failure to find a safe place in the wider 
world. Individuals pitch themselves back on their 
families for reassurance as to their lovableness and 
worth. This pressure to compensate individual 
members with special security and affection 
imposes upon the family an extra psychic load. Is 
the contemporary family equipped to carry this 
extra load? No—not very well! The family tries, but 
it achieves at best a precarious success; often it 
fails. 


14. Once two World Wars had further disillusioned men and 


women, they turned to family-building as a total reason 
for being. 


Child-rearing became a major business and 
preoccupation of males and females alike. 


15. 
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Making children happy became a major theme. 


Giving children what the parents never had became a 
necessity. 


A child’s growth, development, and achievements 
became a major way for parents to validate their 
personal worth. 


A child’s attitude toward his parents could, to a large 
extent, make or break their feelings of self-esteem. 


The parental role took over, as males and females continued 
to find their relations with each other thorny and 
threatening. 


a. 


Disillusioned with each other, they agreed to “live for 
the child.” 


Yet they implicitly asked that the child live for them; he 
was the important one, the one who had the power, the 
responsibility, the mandate to make his parents happy. 


